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LAS RELIGIONES POLÍTICAS  
ERIC VOEGELIN 
TROTTA (MADRID, 2014)
This work reunites for the first time in one volume in Spanish two 
works that are an essential introduction to Eric Voegelin’s (1901-1985) 
thought: The political religions (1938) and Science, Politics and Gnosti-
cism (1959). The first of these treaties was unpublished until now in 
Spanish. The translation of the two essays, by Manuel Abella and Pedro 
García Guirao, is new and based on the Collected Works edition, taking 
into account the original German text.
The uniqueness of Voegelin among contemporary political thinkers 
is remarkable. We can recognize him as one of the greatest thinkers of 
the twentieth century in the field of political philosophy. However, the 
reception of his work in the Spanish context has taken place rather 
slowly. This translation, therefore, is another step on the way to disclose 
his work to Spanish readers.
We cannot deny the resonances that this work can have in the context 
of applied ethics, because the phenomenon of political collectivism, in 
what it has of Gnosticism, permeates the character of scientific research 
and technical implementation seeking an end and in relation to a particu-
lar conception of the future of the world and History. This phenomenon, 
as Voegelin argues, cannot be approached only from the political and 
ethical aspects, but its full extent is captured when it is understood as a 
religious phenomenon. A thorough study of Voegelin’s thought could 
help us to clarify the ontological foundation of applied ethics and the 
paradoxes that involve, perhaps, its service to a –¿Gnostic? – techno-
scientific image of the reality.
The volume begins with a presentation by Guillermo Graíño and Jose 
Maria Carabante, introducing the reader to Voegelin’s fundamental con-
cerns and specifically to the texts contained in this book. The presentation 
is followed by a note on this edition and a selected bibliography.
The first treaty of the book is The Political Religions, published for 
the first time in Vienna in April 1938. In it, Voegelin warns the reader 
that the secularization of life brought about by a new humanistic progress 
has resulted into the breeding ground in which anti-Christian religious 
movements as Nazism have arisen. Against those who regard religion as 
a taboo, he attempts to raise the fundamental religious issue of our time 
seriously and radically. The author proposes to extend the concept of 
Ramon Llull Journal_06.indd   215 15/05/15   07:58
216 RAMON LLULL JOURNAL OF APPLIED ETHICS 2015. ISSUE 6
religion to understand what the political religions are. To discuss the issue, 
he needs to clarify the notions of religion and state, and to distinguish 
between intramundane religions and supramundane religions.
In the subsections that follow, Voegelin proposes topics and outstanding 
examples of political religions. The oldest political religion testimony, he 
says, is the Egyptian cult of the Sun, the solar cult of Akhenaten. Aton is 
a universal god, but, it does not break with the Egyptian idea of state religion. 
The hierarchy as a symbol of irradiation of obedience to the divine, acts as 
a way of legitimizing the domain of men over other men. The modern 
political units will consolidate its organized unity, defined from the trans-
formations of the content of the notion of ekklesia, divided in the double 
field spiritual and temporal. With Frederick II, Holy Roman Emperor, 
comes the first worldly political religion on the ground of Christian ekkle-
sia. In this historical background an apocalyptic dynamic arises that char-
acterizes modern political religions, expressing their belief in the existence 
of an ascending line of perfection of the spiritual being that will crystallize 
in the faith in progress. The great theologian of the new ekklesia in which 
secular, political and sacral aspects are mixed was Hobbes, with his Levia-
than. “The new community achieves its unity through the sovereign, in 
the same mystic-symbolic way that the pauline ekklesía through the 
pneûma and the kephalé of Christ does.” (p. 53). This politico– religious 
symbolism remains in force since the seventeenth century, without experi-
encing essential changes. When the symbols of supramundane religion are 
banished, says Voegelin, other symbols, developed from the worldly scien-
tific language, come to take their place. All this new symbology is now 
presented as “science”. The community, therefore, according to Voegelin, 
is an area of  religious order. We must recognize this symbolism to unmask 
it, because it conceals essential aspects of reality, it closes the path to God 
and it disfigures the relationships between the different levels of being.
The second part of the work, Science, Politics and Gnosticism. Two 
Essays, opens with a preface by Voegelin itself for the American edition, 
where the author explains that the first of the two essays arises from the 
conference Science, Politics and Gnosticism, delivered at the University 
of Munich in 1958, and the second essay was published in Wort und 
Wahrheit (Vienna), in 1960. The author reminds us here that various 
intellectual movements of Gnostic character are dominating the public 
sector both in America and in Europe.
In the first essay, starting from the works on Gnosticism and contem-
porary thought of Baur, Bousset, Taubes, Jonas, Quispel, Balthasar, 
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Camus and De Lubac, the author develops his reflection on the relation-
ship between German Idealism and ancient Gnosticism. He claims that 
the self-understanding of Western civilization was forgotten in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. “The oblivion was so deep that when the 
Gnostic movement reached its revolutionary phase, its nature could no 
longer be recognized. [ ... ] Europe did not have the right conceptual tools 
to understand the horror that loomed over her.” (p. 80). Voegelin pres-
ents the fundamentals of political science, essentially forged by Plato and 
Aristotle. There has been a phenomenon in the contemporary world that 
has changed in a sense the status of this science: the prohibition of ques-
tions. Voegelin discovers this prohibition in Marx, Comte, Nietzsche, 
Hegel, and finally, in Heidegger. All of them are qualified by the author 
as Gnostics of our time.
Hegel’s case is paradigmatic: the proposal is, in essence, a draft progress 
of philosophy to gnosis. Voegelin, however, accepts no confusion between 
the two trends: “Philosophy originates in the love of being. It is the lov-
ing effort of man to understand the order of being and to conform to it. 
Gnosis, however, wants to seize being; in order to seize the being, the 
Gnostic conceives its system. The elaboration of systems is a Gnostic way 
of thinking, not a philosophical one.” (p. 101). For the Gnostic, the 
question of the truth or falsity of the premises on which the system is 
built is prohibited. In the case of Heidegger, his thought refuses to ac-
knowledge the experiences of philia, eros, pistis (faith) and elpis (hope) 
as ontic events. Heidegger conceives a closed process of the being. “As a 
result of this process of purification, you can now understand the nature 
of Gnostic speculation as a symbolic expression of the anticipation of 
salvation, in which the power of being replaces the power of God and 
the Parousia of being that of Christ.” (p. 104).
Another fundamental aspect of what Voegelin now calls “parousistic 
Gnosticism” is “the murder of God”, whereby the Gnostic takes posses-
sion of the being, destroying its transcendent origin. To illustrate this, 
the author refers to various readings of the legend of the Golem and in-
terprets the aphorism 125 of Niezsche’s The Gay Science, before return-
ing to refer to Hegel, to which he devotes the last section of this essay, 
with a note on The Philosophy of World History.
The second essay of the second part of the book is The substitute for 
religion: the Gnostic Mass movements of our time. For Gnostics mass 
movements Voegelin understand movements like progressivism, positiv-
ism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, communism, fascism and Nazism. The 
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author lists the six traits by which we can recognize the Gnostic move-
ments: dissatisfaction with their situation, the cause of such dissatisfaction 
is the bad intrinsic organization of the world, the belief that salvation 
from world’s evil is possible, the belief that the order of the being has to 
be transformed through a historical process, the belief that human action 
can change the order of the being –by a redemptive act that is possible 
throught the efforts of man–, and finally, the conviction that the Gnostic 
task is to find the formula for change through knowledge –gnosis.
 Then, Voegelin discusses the symbolism that accompanies this 
Gnostic attitude: the most important is born from three Gnostic branch-
es of the Christian idea of perfection, from the immanentization of its 
teleological and axiological components. Another symbolic sets of Gnos-
tic movements is derived from speculation about the History of Joachim 
of Fiore. The most important symbols of this set are the Third Kingdom 
–the last stage of World History, its consummation–, the leader –dux–, 
the prophet –the intellectual that announces the future– and the com-
munity of spiritually autonomous people which is inspired by the era of 
the Third Kingdom conceived as a community of monks, such as Joachim 
thought. In its symbolism, the Gnostic Mass movements are revealed as 
a certain branch of Christianity and its faith experience.
Voegelin emphasizes the importance of the issue of immanentization: 
he has already stated elsewhere that the notion of transcendence is the 
true backbone of the political, social and philosophical thought. Voegelin 
finishes claiming, against the will power of the Gnostic, the humility 
which is subjected to the order of the being. This reality, however, as it 
is known in its truth by Christianity is hard to bear. Before this arises 
the Gnostic temptation: the escape from reality. “But the absence of a 
secure support in reality and a demanding spiritual tension are in general 
characteristics of certain limit experiences, in which man’s knowledge 
about the Transcendent Being is constituted and, therefore, about the 
origin and the meaning of the mundane being.” (p. 140).
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